The effect of dietary lactose on the early recovery from protein-energy malnutrition. II. Indices of nutrient absorption.
Absorption of dietary energy, nitrogen, carbohydrates and calcium, and retention of nitrogen and calcium were studied in 20 children with protein-energy malnutrition of the edematous type, using metabolic balance techniques and breath H2 analysis, to assess the advisability of using lactose-containing formulas in the rehabilitation of severely malnourished children. Ten patients received for 45 days a diet formula based on cows' milk (intact milk) and 10 similar children received the same formula pretreated with beta-galactosidase to hydrolyze the lactose (hydrolyzed milk). Dietary intakes were gradually increased to reach, on the 8th day, 4 g of protein and 150 kcal/kg. There were no differences between groups with respect to absorption or retention of the index nutrients. Postprandial carbohydrate malabsorption was occasionally observed in two patients with servings of the intact milk formula, and in one with the hydrolyzed milk diet. When the nutritional quality of a diet is assessed, the amount of nutrients that are absorbed and utilized are more important than the small, incompletely absorbed fractions that do not have significant metabolic or clinical implications. Therefore, the use of milk as the protein source for recovery diets is not contraindicated in the routine treatment of PEM.